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After an exciting 18 months of building a strong foundation for
Circular Philadelphia since our launch in 2021, our staff, board
and membership felt that we were now in a position to look to
the future. Rather than write a dry, metrics-driven 5-year
strategic plan—even though we believe in metrics and data—we
wanted to tell a compelling story to answer the questions: What
will Circular Philadelphia do in the next five years, and how will
it impact Philadelphia? This document, dear reader, tells that
tale. Let's see how close we come to achieving it when we look
back from the vantage point of January 2028!

circularphiladelphia.org W f @circularphl
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Planting the SEEDS

How did Circular Philadelphia lay the groundwork for
success in our four focus areas of Food Systems, Built
Environment, Textiles and Vacant Land?

It was wise for Circular Philadelphia to invest so much time,
talent and resources in keeping waste issues front and center
during the 2023 mayor's race. The policy white papers that CP’s
working groups developed proved to be pivotal in helping to
shape policies that progressed the circular economy.

The single-use plastics legislation white paper not only was
the blueprint for a ban on certain single-use plastics, but the
producer responsibility provisions sparked a campaign to shift
the burden of responsibility for circularity to large scale
producers, not just consumers, starting with composting and
expanding on reusables. Being that of the 400 million tons of
plastic humans produce each year on this planet, half (200
million tons) is single-use plastic, this was timely and necessary
legislation.

Because our compost company partners were concerned
this legislation might bring the unintended consequence of an
explosion of non-compostable bioplastics (sometimes containing
PFAS) claiming to be compostable, the campaign focused on
educating the public about these differences. Our work even led
to Philly banning compostable materials made with PFAS. This
was a huge accomplishment given that the Pew Charitable Trusts
estimates 11 million metric tons of plastics enter our waterways
every year, some of which contain PFAS.

One of the first acts of the new Office of Sustainability
leadership in the new administration was to commit the City to
providing a large warehouse for a Reuse Center to house
deconstructed materials.

Through a partnership with Saint-Gobain and Revolution
Recovery, CP began exploring economic systems to convert
"waste" materials to financial resources. The Reuse Center
became an attractive alternative to big box stores. An easily
accessible online directory/marketplace for reuse resources in
the region that Circular Philadelphia helped organize among its
partners bolstered widespread reuse.

Circular Philadelphia also forged a partnership between
textile recyclers like Retrievr and local brands to place textile
recycling drop-off bins around the city. A councilperson
championed legislation that requires retailers and manufacturers
that produce over half of their total waste in textiles to recycle
those textiles. That spurred a much larger market for textile
recycling in Philly.

And whether it was textile recycling bins or glass collection
points for our partner Remark, all of this progress was made
possible by CP’s recognition that the City did not prioritize vacant
land for community use or development. So CP used our short
term activation policy white paper to convince the new
administration that they needed to make vacant land available to
circular businesses and adjacent community groups.

SCALING

The single-use plastic legislation proved to be successful
mostly because rather than relying on an overtaxed Licenses and
Inspections Department to enforce it, the Health Department
inspectors took charge. They reinforced the belief that reduced
waste leads to a healthier environment and city. The fees from
the businesses that continue to use single-use plastic increase
investment in infrastructure (and jobs) that support expanded
composting and reusables. That mix of investment and
disincentive to use single-use plastics actually lead to a
remarkable drop in waste products.

The City's Urban Ag plan, now in full gear, supported
expanded composting and pushed for a state-wide permit for
urban composting. CP did extensive outreach to help local
entrepreneurs expand urban composting sites around the city,
creating more businesses (and jobs) in this sector to build a
strong composting market. Getting on the trend, the City
launched a municipal composting pilot—partnering with existing
composting companies qualified to do this work.

The new Reuse Center provided a spark for Philly's fledgling
deconstruction sector. A mix of businesses that have been doing
construction for years and newly emerging companies has
expanded the market for deconstruction. These businesses
continue to grow, providing more jobs in deconstruction.

Inspired by the example of Saint-Gobain and Revolution
Recovery that have found ways to make reused materials
economically viable in building projects, larger construction
companies and building materials manufacturers began working
with the Reuse Center and using the online marketplace to
source materials. A whole new generation of students, who
toured the Reuse Center on school trips, saw the circular
economy in action. In combination, these events led to an
increase in workforce development programs for deconstruction.

Because of the success of the textile recycling legislation and
the drop off points, a large scale textile recycling company
opened a facility in Philly. This led to such an increase in capacity
that Philadelphia City Council expanded the original ordinance to
mandate that all textiles waste be sent to this facility. To avoid
having to pay to send this material to the recycler, many textile
retailers and manufacturers began finding innovative avenues for
reuse and profit.

The new administration adopted the short term vacant land
policy, and CP worked in collaboration with the Planning and
Development Department to get circular businesses and
community groups using this land to grow our economy and
communities.



The most successful part of this effort was increasing
transparent public access to information about vacant land. By
creating a position in Philadelphia city government to develop a
streamlined process to guide people through using vacant land
temporarily, it became much easier to request use of a vacant lot.
Within a year of passage, glass, textile and compost drop off sites
were on vacant parcels in every section of the city. A community
group focused on collective ownership models even established
a test site for a community-owned parcel that was used for
clothing swaps, fixer fairs and community fridges.

Slaying DRAGONS

Although the single-use plastic legislation was successful in
the beginning, many food businesses that didn't want to make
the change to reusables began to lobby City Council, claiming
that the tax was unfair and regressive. Their main argument was
that reusable container systems are expensive to invest in. But
just as their case was gaining traction, CP supported an
emerging company that handles the stocking, collection, washing
and redistribution of reusable containers to restaurants and
drove down the cost of reusable containers, making them more
affordable than single-use.

Despite all of the effort in establishing the urban composting
sites and advocating that the City use these sites for residential
curbside composting, the City was slow to establish a city-wide
composting contract. This was not helped by the fact that after
seeing the successful City pilot, Waste Management attempted
to compost waste under the existing City contract, but they were
not able to successfully extract compostables from the solid
waste stream. Seeing a looming backlash on composting, CP
advocated for the City to create a franchise system for residential
compost collections using local businesses.

CP was a victim of its own success as the material
marketplaces for deconstructed materials drove up the price of
these materials, triggering a sudden influx of unqualified
deconstruction companies into the market. One of these
companies collapsed a wall while trying to extract brick, and a
worker was almost killed. In response, L&l finally adopted the
policy of completing salvage assessments for buildings and
requiring that City demo contracts specify that a certain
percentage of material is deconstructed. The new policy also
mandates that any company doing deconstruction needs to be
specially licensed by the City.

Major fashion retailers and brands in the City fought the
recycling mandate and almost had it repealed, but because of
the recycling facility's success in Philadelphia, more facilities
opened throughout the state and there is a state-wide ban on
sending textiles to landfills and incinerators. But recycling did not
solve the problem of overconsumption, so despite the opening of
more textile recycling facilities, we still can’'t make a dent in how
much textile waste is being created.

Despite promises from the new mayoral administration and
the hiring of a point person in planning to activate vacant land,
bureaucracy still created a lag time in permiting use of the lots.
Councilmanic prerogative also still prevails in City Council when
it comes to land use decisions by the Clty, so vacant lots were
held up by certain councilmembers making deals with
developers.

CP lobbied for more staff to set up these temporary
agreements and partnered with anti-gentrification and housing
rights activists to force the mayor to address the issue of
councilmanic prerogative. Unfortunately, the collective ownership
pilot had too many uses that they were not zoned for. Being in
violation of their original agreement threatened the future of the
pilot.

Chapter 4

Messy TRANSITION

Happy endings are so linear, but circular thinking realizes
there is no ending. How did Circular Philadelphia build a
healthy and resilient cycle as the story continues?

The City finally implemented a city-wide compost contract
that created collection zones, and these zone contracts were all
awarded to local composting companies. There are still problems
with collections and contamination in residential compost, but
CP continues to work with partners to educate residents and
support the decentralized system. Rising costs of plastics due to
reductions in oil production globally caused reusable containers
to once again become costly for small businesses. To offset costs,
many small businesses levied a fee for take out food, which has
led to a resurgence of dining-in that exceeds pre-pandemic
levels.

When it comes to the built environment, while there are still
supply chain and consistency issues in the market for buying
deconstructed materials, it is nothing compared to the global
supply chain issues for building products made with virgin
materials. This affects development in other cities more than
Philadelphia thanks to its robust deconstruction sector.
Partnerships with large CP members like Saint-Gobain and
Revolution Recovery have grown, encouraging investment from
companies across the building sector in better technology and
more storage space to make the market work.




Even with these advancements, living wages still lag for
deconstruction jobs, but CP encouraged the City to partner with
vocational colleges to increase worker training with the intent
that it will drive up wages.

The statewide landfill and incineration ban for textiles is not
perfect, and more oversight is needed, but the ban has not just
spurred recycling. It also expanded, albeit slowly, the use of thrift
stores and clothing subscription platforms like Rent the Runway
in Philly and even statewide. Greater adoption continues to be
aided by CP-sponsored design school competitions and fashion
shows featuring the use of recycled and repurposed textiles.
Another exciting development to curb consumption is that the
cost of clothing in the US is beginning to rise because more
sustainable materials are being used and fairer labor practices
are being adhered to.

In regards to vacant land, developers are still acquiring land
before community groups and businesses due to the fact that the
new mayor has still not been able to end the practice of
councilmanic prerogative. Despite those issues, CP has 100
vacant land activation projects under its belt, which led to the
growth of five CP member businesses.

It was a shame that the first collective land ownership model
dissolved due to the zoning issue, but the example offers insights
for future success of longer term projects. This is a good
development because CP members are struggling to transition
their short-term use projects to long-term use of the lots. They
have moved or are moving to other locations such as
warehouses and other properties to grow their businesses.
Finding longer-term solutions for these businesses has become a
top priority for CP.

So, where are we IN 2028?

It is the Spring of 2028 on a crisp, but bright, spring morning.
It is going to be an interesting day, as you've got a CP members
meeting to go to in the evening. Those have kept their reputation
for being a good party, and this one is a bit special: it is partly a
celebration of hitting CP’s targets from five years ago. As you
bike/walk/drive/train out of your neighborhood, the evening's
meeting gives you an excuse to reflect: what is different from 5
years ago? Stepping outside the day after trash and recycling day
reminds you immediately: the air smells different, lacking some of
the sweet-sour notes that sometimes linger after pickup. And it's
compost day. Your bucket is out. Most neighbors’ are as well.
You've always loved the diversity of your block, so it makes it
even cooler that no matter the household's income, education,
and race, they have access to composting. Aside from your one
incident during "squirrel-pocalypse" a few years ago, they've
dialed in the buckets’ and lids' tech enough that the critters stay
out, and they haven't reproduced the foul air that used to come
on trash day. In fact, you can see your friendly neighborhood
compost collector on one of the now ubiquitous truck-bikes
rounding the corner.

As you round the corner yourself off your block and join the
mild flow of kids walking to school, another difference from 5
years ago becomes obvious: clean edges. There aren't single-use
containers...anywhere. The white styrofoam "birds" that would fly
on windy days, a species that used to be more numerous than
the pigeons, are entirely gone. They've vanished like the fears
about a Billy Penn curse on our sports teams.

You turn onto the commercial corridor and drop the reusable
container you've been carrying from the take-out you ordered
last night into a drop-off bin in front of one of the many
restaurants on the strip that participate in the neighborhood-
wide reusable container program. These reusable container
drop-offs have popped up all around the city, significantly
reducing the litter that used to pile up around public trash cans
and overflow onto sidewalks and streets.

There are little things that indicate bigger hidden shifts, too.
The new building in that commercial block near your house has
an amazing plaque-graphic embedded in the doorframe telling
the story of where all its materials came from—and will go. The
tag on the clothes you bought over the weekend actually talked
about their recovered fiber content (and it wasn't at Patagonia).
You certainly still can get synthetic clothes, but natural fibers are
giving them a run for their money in market share.

As you head towards a more marginal section of your
neighborhood on the way to the El, you recall that there was a
dump site there...and there, too! They're gone. One of the sites
has been replaced by a neighborhood glass drop-off site, where
residents can bring their glass bottles and jars to be reused or
cycled into new products by local businesses. Another site was
replaced by recovered materials art installations, put in like war
memorials to remind us how bad it got.

Done with your errands, the route to the CP members
meeting swings you past the stadiums in south Philly, which
always evokes an unrelenting pride (even when the teams are
losing). You think back to the Phillies home opener you attended
a few weeks back where you got a reusable cup to use for the
whole game and to take home, emblazoned with the CP "Circle
Up" logo to brag that the team is circular and zero waste. It has
become a source of pride for the city even, as the nation knows
that Philly knows how to "end trash talk" and end trash (at least
at its stadiums).

That jogs loose the tone-change that's happened. There's
this sense that we've gotten on with it, the city. We moved from
talking about "what" circularity is in billboards and media
campaigns and arguing about how to do it to just "circling up"
and beginning to do it. Your friends who are not in the biz
reference circularity in brands’ choices without calling it that. It is
clear moving to a circular economy is still a ways off, but the
mountain has started to move.

Just before you get to the members meeting, you pick up
your young colleague. They are going to be working on circularity
with you. They've just moved to Philly, and so haven't been
around for this all unfolding. After a drink and some introductions,
you're standing around with some friends and the young
colleague asks, "So, how did you all get us here?"

Love our vision and want to get involved?
Contact us at info@circularphiladelphia.org.



